I told him I'd met a former patient of his, an attendant at the Veteran's Hospital who'd had viral encephalitis 30 years before and on whom he'd operated.
"Don't expect I did him much good," he quipped.
He beamed when I showed him my paperback copy of The Torch. "I had such fun writing it," he said. "It's the right way, really, the novelist approach. When you write imaginatively, you know what's right. The historian can't do that when he says such and such happened."
It was ironic that he should mention this, for here I am all these 35 years later, trying to reconstruct our conversation from a few notes that I have kept all these years and from my personal recollection. In this reimagined encounter, I glimpse what Dr. Penfield was asserting: even if the words aren't exact, the feeling the encounter engendered is accurate.
Dr. Penfield continued talking about his book. "When I was working on it at Another comment without context: "The killing of Socrates was sort of a strike." Perhaps this was a reference to the unrest in the hospital workplace. During my internship year, there were job actions by x-ray technicians, laboratory technologists, 14 000 nurses, and 80 000 nonprofessional employees. A cartoon by Girard in La Presse showed a surgeon at the doors of an operating room asking, "What would be the best time for a kidney transplant?" and a janitor replying, "I'll have to look at the strike schedule."
That morning, Dr. Penfield shared the story of how his career evolved when he returned to the US from England in 1921. "When I went to Henry Ford Hospital, they wanted to give me $5000 to work there, and I went out and spoke to the hospital administrator, a man called Leopold -used to be Ford's secretary -I told him I was interested in the problem of decerebrate rigidity and wanted to do some work in the lab. But he said we've got a good man already in the lab, and if you've got a problem just tell him about it. So I said, 'I won't Alan Blum stay," and he thought I was playing that little game with him. So he said, 'I'll pay you $500 more.' "At the time I had two other offers of positions, at much lower salaries. I wrote my wife at Devil's Lake, Wisconsin, 'Would you be willing to go to Philadelphia or New York?' And the answer that came back was one word, 'Timbuktu.' "Presbyterian in New York was changing to a fulltime hospital, and I met with the leader there. It looked perfect: three months in neurosurgery -I hadn't had much surgery -three months pathology, three months physiology, three months vacation. I had to tell him, honestly, that I'm not trained sufficiently in neurosurgery. 'But we want a neurophysiologist and a neuropathologist,' he said. So it all worked out brilliantly. Three years." While there he would be invited to bring together all the neurosciences under one roof for the first time in the world by founding the Montreal Neurological Institute. "All it will take is someone finding how one form of matter is transformed into another. And, like Einstein said, it'll all be so simple. The brain's an electrical system. It runs with the same kind of electricity everything else does.
"It won't be long before they'll discover that switch that says when I'm asleep it's off, and in the morning when I wake up again it's on. Of course, when you're dreaming, that's half and half. And then the mind, where has it gone? "I've been thinking about these things only lately, you know. It's hard to believe in predestination, and I've come to the conclusion that there's a plan and a God -that there's a bond between the Creator and the creative man. If you look at how the universe has evolved, it must be. Things come about when you least expect it." "You believe in serendipity, then?" I asked.
"No, it's not that," he replied. "You're getting off track if you say that. If you set out to do your best and work hard, the paths will open up for you. I know. It's worked for me."
When I rose to leave, Dr. Penfield said, "Thank you, Alan. I didn't know there were such people."
Our conversation was cordial and wide-ranging. Most of the points he made were those he had obviously told to many other greenhorns before me. 
